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THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE LOCAL DIVINITIES 

INTO GODS. 



By Professor Samuel Ives Curtiss, Ph.D., D.D., 
Chicago Theological Seminary, Chicago. 



The proof is not present that the Old Testament idea of 
God has grown up out of that of the local divinities merely by 
a process of natural evolution, though it would be unwise to 
declare such a process impossible. Probably no Arab tribe is 
to be found which along with its worship of the saints does not 
have some conception of God, though the expression of such a 
conception is often limited to a few phrases, perhaps derived 
from the Moslems, and of the most meager description. If 
the testimony of some ancient Arab writers is to be believed, 
there were those before the time of Mohammed who, while 
worshiping idols, still had as worthy ideas of God as the 
Bedouins of the present day. Some of these testimonies may 
be found in Hesr el-Litham* by Risk Ullah of Aleppo. 

He writes, as a result of his study of pre-Islamic times: "A 
part of the Arabs acknowledge the Creator," and quotes 'Arif 
Ibn Abi Shabab et-Tamini as saying: "I know that God will 
reward his servants in the day of judgment. " 2 Some of those 
whom he describes had doubtless been affected by Christianity, 
At any rate some of his quotations are instructive in connection 
with our present investigation. He affirms that: 

Part of the Arabs confess the Creator and the beginning of creation, and 
deny the resurrection. And some of them confessed that they would return, 
and used the idols thinking they were their intercessors 3 before God at the 

end. And they built houses for them. Of these is the house at Mecca 

And they made pilgrimages to them, 4 and presented sacrifices to them, 
attending their worship, and they said that these idols were the mediators 

1 That is, " The Lifting of the Veil. " a Hesr el-Litham, § 162. 
3 The Moslems hold the same view in regard to the welis. 
♦Just as to the saints of the shrines at the present day. 
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between them and their Creator and they had Wild and Habal which 

was the greatest of their idols, and was standing at the back of the Kaaba 5 . 

If the link cannot be found which unites the universal wor- 
ship of saints with a recognition of God, we can trace very 
clearly a few examples at least which point toward the trans- 
formation of local divinities into gods. 




SHRINE OF NEBI OSHA, NEAR ES-SALT. 

It was a great saying when Sheik Dhiab 'Alwad of Kefr Harib 
affirmed, " Every place, land, or spot on the earth has its own 
dwellers. ,,6 This sentence gives the reason for the worship 
of the welis today as well as of the ancient Ba'alim, 7 who each 
possessed a particular piece of land, and of the gods of each 
country 8 whether known as Jehovah, Chemosh or Milcom. 
Only in the case of Jehovah did monolatry, or the worship of 
the God of Israel as the God of a particular land, develop 

*Hesr el-Litham, § 163. 

6 The Arabic is sukkdn\ mask&n indicates that a place is possessed by the jinn. 
The Syrians used the term of a " haunted " house. 
?Hos. 2: 14, 15. 
8 Ruth 1:15; Judg. 11 : 24 ; 1 Kings 11 : 7 ; Jer. 48 : 7 ; etc. 
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into monotheism. There are some suggestions of such a process 
of development in a few cases today. 

Practically every weli has his own domain. It may be only 
his grave, or his shrine, or the land contiguous to them. Here 
the fellahin place their agricultural implements, their wood and 
their timber. Inside such a shrine they often store their grain, 




SACRED OLIVE TREE IN THE LAND OF MOAB. 

{The plows in the branches and beneath the tree are placed there for protection ; the sacredness of the 

tree prevents the stealing of them by anyone.) 

confident that no one would be so daring as to disturb it. Per- 
haps the idea that the trees immediately around the saint's 
tomb, or on his land, are his, renders them inviolable, hence 
sacred, so that no "feller" comes up against them. It is for this 
reason that a single tree, or a grove, or scattered trees in cer- 
tain parts of the country, are each infallible indications of the 
presence of a shrine. There are three examples of a domain of 
considerable extent. 

One is in connection with the shrine of Mar Saba, about twenty 
minutes from Jebrud. His special place of residence is simply a 
crack in a perpendicular rock, about forty feet high. There is 
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no shrine, aside from this place, under the open heavens. But, 
except the handful of Protestants in the village, that would be a 
bold spirit who would doubt his existence, or his power. "He 
is the father of miracles, because every disease can be cured 
by him. His land extends as far as it is irrigated by the 

water coming 
from the rock.* 
The water is un- 
der Mar Saba's 
protection, be- 
cause it is in his 
land. If the 
waterdecreases, 
the owners of 
the land cry to 
him and he 
brings the water 
again. He looks 
like the shadow 
ofaman because 
he goes into the 
rock and rises 
out of it. " 10 

Another do- 
main belongs to 
the shrine of 
Harbusha about 
one and one- 
half hours from 
Jebrud, on the 

way to M'alula. The shrine is a miserable building facing 
toward the east. There are no trees in immediate connection 
with it, but they may be found scattered over a tract of land, 
about three miles square, in the center of which is the shrine. 
The servant of the shrine said that the trees belong to Harbusha. 

9 1 think this includes all the irrigated land of Jebrud. 
10 Journal XV, summer of 1902, Jebrud. 




ENTRANCE TO SHRINE OF MAR THEKLA AT M* ALULA. 



TRANSFORMA TION OF LOCAL DIVINITIES INTO GODS 1 1 

"All the flocks of the neighborhood are under his protection. 
.... The shepherds feed their flocks near his shrine for this 
reason. ,,II 

Still another domain is found in the territory of the 'Amur 
tribe of Arabs and was described to me by Ibrahim 'Atallah of 
Karyaten, who has spent much time among them, as follows: 

There is a sacred place called Rubbah, east of Safa, which belongs to 
one of their fagirs. 12 There is a kubbeh over the grave, and it is used as 

an inviolable shrine. No Arab would venture to take from this place 

Its name is Sheik Sarak The Arabs plant grain on their land. 

They cut down a tree and the women drag it over the ground instead of plow- 
ing it. The land is called his ( that is, the fagir's) in every direction for 
more than a day's journey. It is magnificent soil, but it is Ba'al land. 13 
They vow to him, " if the yield of grain is good, then we will have a feast at 
your shrine. " They do not think he is with them at the feast, 14 but they 
regard it for his personality, as an honor to him. If they are pushed hard 

by the enemy they call on him and he saves them When his land is 

planted no one steals from it for six hours' journey. The people who re- 
main on the land have a confident feeling that he would protect them. They 
believe that any one who attacks them in the vicinity of the shrine is sure 
to be injured by him. 15 

There are various ways in which these local divinities protect 
their people. It is said that Jerrah, from whom the 'Amtir are 
descended and upon whom they call, as well as upon Sheik 
Sarak, defended the 'Amur Arabs on one occasion by causing 
their enemies to see them as a herd of swine so that they turned 
and fled. 

Jerrah is also called " the father of the cloud, " abu dabdb. 16 
When they are defeated by an enemy they call on abu dabdb, and he 

"Journal XV, summer of 1902, Shrine of Harbusha. 

13 Fagzr is the Bedouin pronunciation of fakir. It is a designation given to the 
servant of a shrine, to a living saint who receives sacrifices like a weli, and to a weli. 

13 Ard ba'al is a survival of ancient Canaanitic terminology. It signifies land that 
is watered from heaven, in distinction from irrigated land. All the villages of the 
Syrian desert have irrigated land, where the grain is heavy ; at the same time there 
are outlying fields of ba'al land, where the grain, when it is ripe, is often pulled up by 
the roots, instead of being reaped, because it is so low. 

14 1 have not been able to find any clear trace of the "sacrificial meal." It would 
seem to be in place in this connection. 

x s Journal XIV, summer of 1902, Karyaten. 

16 Cf. Exod. 14 : 19, 20. See Journals XIV, XV, summer of 1902. 
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surrounds them with a cloud so that the enemy cannot see 
them. 1 ? 

Other saints are thought of as having lands of indefinite 
extent and as possessing flocks and herds. Sheik Muhammed 
'Ali spoke of Chudr (Mar Jirjis) as limiting the water of 'Ain 
Fowwar to his own land. He has extensive flocks and a certain 




ARAB LYING UNDER SACRED TAMARISK TREE FOR HEALING. 

proportion of cattle, for which an annual payment is made. It 
is very common to vow a twenty-fourth of a cow to him. 18 At 
Jebrud there is a flock which belongs to him. 

In the village of Ma'arrat esh-Sham, not far from Sednaya, 
where there is a shrine of Mar Elias, we were told that when 
his land needs plowing, the people in the church offer to 
plow it. 1 ? 

The examples already given perhaps suffice to show that there 
is a tendency to associate each saint with a given territory, how- 
ever small it may be. It is not legitimate, as we have seen, to 

'7 Journal XIV. i8 Journal XV. * Journal XV. 
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suppose that each tribe or village is confined to one particular 
saint. The Bedouins usually, in case of need, call on the saint 
that is nearest their encampment at a given time. This, how- 
ever, is quite in harmony with old Semitic ideas of each god 
having a given territory. 20 The 'Amur Arabs not only call on 
Jerrah, from whom they claim to be descended, but also, as we 
have seen, on Sheik Sarak. In the upper part of Nebk they 
swear by Chudr, in the lower part by 'AH. 

The changes in the conditions of modern life, even in oriental 
lands, have contributed partly to a process by which some of 
the saints are raised to the dignity of divine beings. This is 
true of saints who would otherwise be most obscure. 

A Syrian soldier whose family had been accustomed to visit 
the Shrine of Harbusha was taken prisoner to eastern Russia. 
In that strange land he languished until he became ill. In his 
extremity he called on Harbusha, who came to him and cooked 
for him a native dish, which brought him recovery. Harbusha 
then directed him to make payment by sending a measure of 
wheat to his shrine. 

But at least two of the saints are exalted far above the rest 
in the estimation of the people. These are Mar Elias and 
Chudr (or Mar Jirjis). At Ma'arrat esh-Sham both the Greek 
Catholics and and the Moslems assign a very high place to Mar 
Elias. One said: "I have been redeemed by Mar Elias" — lit- 
erally, "ruhi fida mdr eliyas" " My soul is the redemption of Mar 
Elias. " I asked a group of women in the village : "Is Mar 
Elias everywhere ?" A chorus replied : •' Of course." A woman 
added: "O Mar Elias, you are alive in heaven and upon earth " 
(ya mdr eliyas ent ai fis-sema wa-ent ai fil-hard) . Several, whose 
sons had gone to Brazil, spoke of the vows which they had 
made and of the money they had sent. 

But there is no saint who is so nearly God of all the earth as 
Chudr or Mar Jirjis. I received testimonies concerning him in 
many parts of the country. The servant of the shrine of Chudr 
among the Nusairiyeh said: "You know, sir, that Chudr is alive 

20 2 Kings 17 :27. 
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everywhere. " 2I This designation of Chu r as "living" is very 
common in all parts of the country. 22 Sheik Muhammed 'Ali of 
Nebk said : " His shrines are in all parts of the country, because 
he is alive, so that, if we say three times, k ya chudr,' he will be 
present. He is now in this room, because we have mentioned 
his name four times. Wherever one might call on him, there he 




SHRINE OF HAMED EL-HUDEFI IN THE LAND OF MOAB. 

would be." So a Moslem woman who was in the room said : 
"If I were in extremity I would call on Chudr: 'O Chudr, 
O Chudr, come on us like a shower of rain' [t. e., quickly]. He 
is everywhere, he can see everybody/' 23 So 'Isa of Mazebili 
said: "Simple people think he is in every place. Wherever 
they appeal to him, there he is. He can be near them and 
answer them, wherever they are. If a camel slips and the man 
appeals to him, he is there. He is as much present as God is. 
He has a portion in the ships at sea. Chudr is near them, God 

21 Journal XIV. An Arab south of Medeba said: "Chudr is alive, not dead" 
{Chudr hai ma m&t). 

22 Journal XV, summer of 1902, Nebk. ^ Ibid. 
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is far away." 24 "He is especially the protector of travelers by 
land and by sea. Often people before they sail for America 
make vows to him. They sometimes send money to the convent 
in fulfilment of their vows." "It is true in general that he is 
considered omnipresent. There is practically a deification of 




A NUSAIRIAN SHRINE OF CHUDR BETWEEN SAFITA AND KEFR0N. 

him on the part of the ignorant." At Burme in Ajlun there is 
a ruined shrine of Chudr. In reply to our question: "Is Chudr 
everywhere?" they replied: "Of course." 

The practical deification of Chudr (Mar Jirjis) is attested by 
the number of the shrines that are built to him. In Kerak we 
were told that "they sacrifice to him there." They said: 

a4 Journal XIV, summer of 1902. 
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11 Every church built here should be to the name of Chudr. 
The first-born male of sheep and goats should be sacrificed to 
him. All the Christian tribes bring such sacrifices, many of the 
Arab Moslems do the same. They sacrifice to the name of 
Chudr." 

Perhaps these examples as found in Syria at the present 
time may shed some light, not only on monolatry, but also on 
monotheism, and may serve to indicate on the human side the 
process by which Jehovah rose from the position of a national 
God to the God of all the earth. It required the destruction 
of the national life of Israel to destroy the particularistic con- 
ception which the people had held of him, as the God of that 
portion of the earth which we know as the Holy Land, who 
was to be worshiped in the temple at Jerusalem alone. When 
it was demonstrated that he loves righteousness more than any 
people, and that his worship was not to be limited to the con- 
fines of any temple, he became an ethical instead of a national 
God. The conquest of Jerusalem, the destruction of the temple, 
and the captivity of the noblest of the people, were neces- 
sary in preparing the way for Christianity as a world-wide 
religion. This process was not accidental. The lowest view of 
God which an ancient Semite might have, such as our investiga- 
tion indicates, was a necessary beginning in a development 
which was to pass through all the stages, including monolatry, 
until monotheism was reached. And the divine wisdom was 
manifested in the fact that it knew where to find men, however 
degraded in their conceptions of God, and could raise them to 
the highest ideals. 



